Introduction
In his famous Magia naturalis of 1589, Giambattista della Porta (ca. 1535-1615), Italy's foremost magus and wonder-worker, writes that . . . nothing can be more pleasant for great men, and scholars, and ingenious persons to behold. That in a dark chamber by white sheets objected, one may see as clearly and perspicuously, as if they were before his eyes, huntings, banquets, armies of enemies, plays, and all things else that one desires. Let there be over against that chamber, where you desire to represent things, some spacious plain, where the sun can freely shine [. . .] . you must counterfeit Stags, Boar, Rhinocerets, Elephants, Lions, and what other creatures you please. Then by degrees they must appear, as coming out of their dens, upon the plain. The hunter must come with his hunting pole, nets, arrows, and other necessaries, that may represent hunting [. . .] . Those that are in the chamber shall see trees, animals, hunters faces, and all the rest so plainly, that they cannot tell wether they be true or delusions.1
The camera obscura, as Della Porta showed, could be used as entertainment; it was one of the many objects of wonder that amused early modern European society.2 Large models were built for this and other purposes at several courts in Europe, including the court in Dresden.3 Creating illusions and wonder was indeed one of the characteristic features of court culture, with its eagerness for spectacle and the display of knowledge, and as such it forms part of the so-called tradition of 'natural magic '.4 But the camera obscura had other functions too. Different kinds of people, with different backgrounds, aims and agendas were involved in experiments with the camera obscura. Artists were fascinated by the possibilities of using the camera as a drawing aid for reproducing an exact copy of the world outside. Astronomers used it to observe solar eclipses in order to protect their eyes against direct sunlight. Mathematicians and philosophers relied on experiments with the camera to learn something about the behaviour of light.5 Indeed, the camera was more than just an instrument for spectacular entertainment. Entertainment went hand in hand with learning, as playing with the camera was a way of generating knowledge.6 To wonder about the object of wonder, to wonder about its working and causes, was a way of investigating nature. One of the prerogatives of natural magic -
